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Scholars from different parts of Nigeria and 
beyond sat for four days (8-11 April 1986) in the 
University of Sokoto (Usman dan Fodio University) to 
ponder the role of scholars in the Sokoto Caliphate. The 
deliberations reveal quite vividly a growing sense of 
nostalgia amongst the Muslim intelligentsia and the 
Muslim public in Nigeria: how great were the scholars 
who initiated a process of revolution, executed it and 
established a caliphate and how amazing their 
intellectual output, and the sheer depth and breath of 
their knowledge! Or perhaps what the Sokoto Seminar 
reveals in addition is an acute sense of frustration the 
Muslims now feel about their ‘ulama’, who have so 
woefully failed to discharge their obligations to the 


Muslim Umma -the obligation to mobilize Muslims for a 


genuine and far-reaching transformation of society and 


the abolition of neo-colonialism. 


The delegates took time off for what turned out 
to be a most rewarding outing. First there were visits to 
the tomb of the “Light of the age”, Shehu Usman dan 
Fodio; the tombs of Amir al-Muminin Muhammad Bello 
and some of the Caliphs after him; the tomb of the 
“Motherof Believers”, the learned Nana Asma’u and also 
of several others. Standing before Shehu Usman, one felt 
reassured that man, however frail, can shape his own 
destiny and the destiny of his nation; and the even 
greater assurance that Islam would eventually regain its 
vitality once again, and get back the soul of West Africa, 
indeed the sol of Africa. There, before the delegates,lies 
the man who almost single handedly changed the destiny 
of West Africa and beyond: how mighty was the work and 


enduring impact of this frail soul! Perhaps many of the 


scholars who stood in solemn prayer for Shehu Usman 
would remember the enthusiastic words of Shehu 
Abdullahi, Sokoto’s finest scholar. He had written about 


his mentor and his achievements: 


And every Pharaoh who acts tyrannously, a 
Moses overpowers him. 


And to every legal question that is difficult, an Ali springs up. 

The face of religion has become white after its nadir, 

And the face of unbelief has become black after dawning brightly. 
And religion is mighty, and on a straight way. 

Unbelief is in disgrace, and in worn clothes, 

And the splendid Sunna is a morning revealed, 

And black heresy as a night which darkens, 

Its signposts become obliterated, and its garments worn out, 

And religion walks proudly in embroider raiment, 

And a spring of life for religion flows abundantly from his blessings; 
Displacing the water of the muddy hollow, 

And brooks flow to the drinking places filled with water whose purity says; is 
there one who comes?’ 

From the city of Sokoto the delegates moved to the township of Silame some sixty 
kilometers away. Silame was established by Amir al-Muminin Muhammad Bello for two 
purposes: firstly as a ribat, a military outpost, serving the overall defence strategy of the Sokoto 
Caliphate, and secondly, as a university city, to produce scholars administrators, and judges for 
the state, and to nourish the “support of religion” — knowledge. It is however, in its role as a 
University City that Silame is best known. In the 19th century, students came from all parts of 
West Africa to study all branches of Islam: jurisprudence, tafsir, hadith, medicine, sciences and 
history, to name but a few. To most of the participants, even the Nigerias amongst them, Silame 


is a new discovery! 


The blessed city was devastated by the French during the European scramble for the 


Caliphate. Many of its houses were destroyed and worse still, its priceless treasure of books was 


ransacked and plundered. Silame is one of the indelible reminders that the war between Islam 
and imperialism rages on, and is not over yet. To the surprise and delight of participants, Silame 


has survived the colonial devastation. 


According to Sheikh Tahir, the leading scholar in Silame at the time of the visit, scholars 
from many parts of West Africa still came to learn in their thousands. They would learn the same 
subjects and disciplines that the Sokoto mujahidun learnt. Perhaps like the sack of Timbuktu in the 
distant past, scholarship in Silame declined in quantity only, not necessarily in quality. If thatis so, 
the hope for the recrudescence of Islam remains, for Islam is nourished by such knowledge as is 


disseminated by Silame. 


Silame represents a stark reminder to the sharp contrasts that characterize Nigeria today. 
Sheikh Tahir for example stands in marked contrast to the secular professor in the Nigerian 
University. Sheikh Tahir stands as the embodiment of the Islamic values: he is humble, dignified, 
tranquil, and maintains a commanding presence. He commands respect if not reverence from his 
students, who are themselves scholars in their own right having students who study under them 
in their own towns or countries. He represents in many respects the world-view of Islam, 
attracting people from far and near to his university: they aspire for no certificates but only to know 
their faith and be attached to their Lord. For them there is nothing like graduate unemployment; 
they are trained to be self-reliant and self-subsisting. They are drawn from the people, and to them 
they return — to guide, defend and enrich with knowledge and piety. Islam is their nationality, Islam 
is their sole identity. They live wholly in the world of Islam, untouched and unimpressed by neo- 
colonialism. And such is the travesty of the truth and the stranglehold ofEuropean concepts that 


the rulers of Nigeria would regard these gems of Islamic scholarship 


drawn from all over West Africa as aliens: they dared to cross the colonial imposed and very often 


fictitious boundaries to study Islam. 


No one now cares to reflect on the fact that the whole region was but inhabited by a people 
whose history is shaped by Islam, and who in fact had belonged to One Nation: theSokoto 
Caliphate. Yet, such indeed is the feeble-mindedness of Nigeria that it allows the invasionof its 
economic sovereignty by multi-national companies who bring into the country all kinds of 
foreigners, to milk the economy dry. They are not considered as aliens but economic andtechnical 
partners; their pillage and pilferage of national resources amounts to no crime at all; crime is 
committed only by those who cross the boundary on foot or other humble means and do not have 


the wherewithal to prospect for oil or dig up the gold. 


As Sheikh Tahir walks majestically through the dusty streets of Silame to the reception hall 
his scholar-students followed after him in perfect serenity and tranquility. What a contest to the 
noisy, drunken and restless environment that pervades the Nigerian academic world. The modern 
university reflects the general social and moral climate of the Nigerian nation. The university is 
full of many an intellectual giant who when it comes to moral responsibility, understanding of 
society and personal social discipline, is but a dwarf. He is detached from society, and a stranger 
to his own people, an outcast. Many a time he falls into the gutter, overcome by alcohol and 
depravity. To a large extent, he is but a thug, a tout who happens to have western educations he 
dances, and fights in the club, the very place most despised by his people. Nigeria for which such 
scholars produce students to serve as rulers and managers slowly burns away. When the pillars are 


themselves rotten can the house they are intended to sustain stand? 


One by one the graves of some of the pioneers of Silame were pointed to the delegates. In 
silence and solemnity they all prayed for the repose of these intellectual giants of the caliphate. 
These heroes represent the age of light, the age of bold enterprise, when the Sharia was upheld, 
when justice prevailed, and when moral rectitude was the norm. Those paying the homage now 
are products of a decadent age, where Sharia is suppressed, and inevitably, corruption remains 
supreme. Perhaps Nigeria is unaware of the importance of Silame. Whereas, the Sokoto State 
Government had taken a foreign loan worth over 300 million pounds sterling to build a “five star 
hotel," it cannot even consruct a decent road to Silame, let alone restore its glory. This is one more 
testimony of the incompetence and ineptitude of secular regimes. Luxury is all that they know but 


of the things that raise a nation to greatness, alas, they are unaware. 


But the greatest contrast between the world of scholarship which Silame represents and the 
world of Nigerian scholarship is to be found in the quality of scholars the two systems produce. 
The conception of scholarship in the Sokoto Caliphate emerges clearly in the paper presented by 
Dr. Omar Bello containing the translation of the intellectual biography of the founder of the 
University City of Silame, Mustafa b. Muhammad al-Torodi. Al Torodi was, according to the 
intellectual biography, authored by Abdullahi bn al Qadi al-Hajj: “The Professorof Islam and the 
head of eminent leaders, reviver of the Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad, the leader of all beings; 


the luminary who was endowed with a critical mind.” 


The work itself is a mine of information on the state of scholarship in the Sokoto 
Caliphate in the first half of the 19th century as well as on some the leading scholars then. At the 
head of Sokoto scholarship was the jurist and exegetist Abdullahi dan Fodio. He was the teacher 


to Mustafa al-Torodi: the latter described his teacher as the “very model": 


“Helper of religion, upholder of the banner of knowledge when he walked, he 
moved majestically in the garb of knowledge brilliantly, and his crown is Tafsir. 
He put the sun and the full moon to shame. And he surpassed silk in 
embellishment.” Furthermore Abdullahi is described thus: “This learned man had 
glorious deeds and many well-known diligent participation in armed and verbal 
struggle against infidels and corrupt people and in defending Islam and its people, 
helping the creed of Muhammad the true and best Sunna. Abdullai was composed 
when brave men were running away, strong in his religion, fond of knowledge 
seekers and righteous people, hateful of oppressors, passionately fond of teaching 


and writing at all times”. 


There was also the learned al-Maghori, a luminary and one who despised "this low life”. 
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He shunned the company of oppressors and "never attended King’s courts and none of the Gobir 
kings saw him despite their arrogance, might and ferocity in the land. He is said to have told the 
king who had invited him to his palace: “My ways are three, there is no fourth one: my way to 
masjid, my way to the school and my way to the grave.” Then there was the towering but enigmatic 
figure Muhammad Sambo, “a great scholar, who denounced worldly pleasures, client of Allah and 
conversant with eternal truth. This scholar was the unique of his time in piety and ethics, in 


combining the science of Shariah and Hagiqah, and in sincere and total turning toAllah, both 


inwardly and outwardly.” 


Then there was the illustrions Muhammad Bello, the architect of the political and social 
policies of Sokoto Caliphate. He was, we are told, a just and intelligent Caliph, a prolific writer, 


“knowledgeable in sources, participant in all disciplines, more especially history, tradition, 


medicine, genesis of medicine, peculiarity of plants, precious stones and different kinds of useful 
cure and all the drugs which are in use and the preserver of history.” Moreover, Muhammad Bello 
established “prophetic type of policy putting things in their proper places and taking careof their 
relevance. He wasconcerned about fighting infidents with fervent large army.” And so ongoes the 
list of scholars, several of the martyrs as well. For in the Sokoto intellectual tradition scholarship 


and soldiery are but two sides of the same coin. 


But it is in Abd al-Qadir bin al-Mustafa, known generally as Dan Tafa that Silame found 
its greatest scholar and symbol. He was born on the historic day of Shehu Usman’s hijra. His father 
was one the scribes of Shehu Usman and founder of Silame. His mentor was the enigmatic 
Muhammad Sambo, who had lived entirely in the world of spirituality. Dan Tafa’s life and career 
was the subject of Ahmad Kani’s paper. What distinguishes Dan Tafa from the other scholars of 
Sokoto Caliphate was that he did not confine himself to the boundaries of the existing knowledge, 
but endeavored to break new grounds and establish new sciences and disciplines. In other words, 


he first mastered the existing sciences and went ahead to create new ones. 


His works, which are said to number about forty, deal “tentatively” — as Ahmad Kani 
cautiously puts it — for only twenty five of them are recovered yet. These deal with four broad 
issues: history, philosophy, politics and sufism. “The recovery of these manuscripts,” says Kani 
“has broadened our understanding of the depth and scope of his learnings his encyclopedic 
knowledge, range of his subjects, standard of scholarship, diversity of sources, variety of literature 
at his disposal and above all his high level of intellectualism that distinguished him as the 


unrivalled scholar of his generation. 


Dan Tafa believed that not all knowledge can be obtained by purely conventional means, 
as indeed not all fields of knowledge are conventional in themselves. Existence is a complex 
phenomenon which cannot all be comprehended through empirical or ordinary sciences alone. 
Hence, Dan Tafa introduced new disciplines under a framework he called ‘ulum al-awliyascience 
of saints and ulum al-asrar the science of subtle matters or secrets. He probably believed that 
spiritual forces above all, are even more potent in shaping the destiny of Mankind and therefore 
the world of saints and the dynamics of their power and influence need to be knownand properly. 
Moreover, Dan Tafa seems to believe that there is more to existence than meets theeye, and that it 
is worthwhile to delve into its deeper waters to find what precisely are the meanings, goals and 
objects of existence, and man's place in the cosmic or universe's scheme. Disciplines under this 
science include a deeper knowledge of Allah's attributes the understandingof the profounder nature 
of things, rather than their shapes or appearances and the elements or forces involved in the 


working of the universe. 


Above all disciplines and sciences however, says Dan Tafa are the Revelation (wahy) and 
Sharia. They constitute the source of all knowledge and the yardstick to measure its validity and 
authenticity. But there is no limit to what man can or should learn. Perhaps it is in his prediction 
regarding the fall of Sokoto Caliphate that Dan Tafa’s grasp of the nature of human existence 
reveals itself. According to him the collapse of the Caliphate would come about “either by the 
appearance of the Mahdi or by the invasion and encroachment of a vast foreign power which will 
bring down what has gone up and bring to prominence what has gone down. Decades after Dan 
Tafa’s death, the Caliphate lay in ruins having succumbed to British Imperialism, At about the 


same time the Mahdist revolution in the Sudan had made its influence felt very forcefully in the 


10 


Caliphate. The British, came to bring down the Sharia and raise corruption and oppression to 


prominence, and establish satanic powers and institutions in place of Islam. 


Dan Tafa’s fundamental concern was to integrate all the branches of knowledge into one 
organic integral whole; he integrated what he called ‘ulum al-Shariyya or the sciences of law 
with ulum al-haqiqah or the esoteric sciences; he integrated the science of history with the 
science of the more potent historical forces as symbolized by the “friends of Allah” and he 
integrated philosophy with the science concerned with inner workings of the universe and probing 
into the universal forces at work; he integrated the conventional method of acquiring knowledge 
with the purely spiritual and visionary means. Above all however, Dan Tafasymbolize the 
integration of life as conceived by Islam: he was a man of letters as well as of the sword. He 
taught and raised students. He participated actively in the administration of theCaliphate. 
He wrote books on diverse subjects, and led a new generation of scholars whichsought to 
put the history of the Caliphate within the context of global politics of his time.. And Dan Tafa 
fought physically innumerous jihads to defend the territorial integrity of the Caliphate, and to 
expand its frontiers. Thus was he an active participants in all facets of knowledge, as well as in 


principal aspects of human endeavor. 


The dominance of neo-colonialism in Nigeria, and the virtual impotence of the ‘ulama 
cannot but cause a deep frustration among the new generation of Muslims. This escalating 
frustration is best expressed in a paper by Usman Bugaje. “One cannot,” he says “but lament the 
tragedy that has become the lot of Muslims in what is now called Nigeria. Islamic scholarship 
has its life-giving features and has largely become, equally disturbing, a tool for rationalization 
and maintenance of the status quo.” Modern universities which symbolize the Christian 
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scholarship, he says, “are the fortresses of western imperialism. The neo-colonial state cannot 
continue without the products of the universities just as the universities as we know today, will 


have to cease to exist the day the neo-colonial structures collapse.” 


In its communique which reflects both the Muslim sense of anger and frustration as well 
as the hope for the future, the seminar reminded the ulama of their role as the guardian of the 
conscience of the ‘ulama and the defenders of the oppressed, and urged them to rally to the support 
of Islam and provide the urgently needed leadership for the Muslims in Nigeria. The Seminar 
warned those “intellectuals” in the universities who have made opposition to Islam theirlivelihood 
to desist forthwith from their opposition to Islam “in their own interest” reminding them and all 
Nigerians that in the ongoing confrontation “between Islam and Kufr” there can be no doubt that 
victory ultimately is on the side of Islam. The Seminar called on the MuslimUmma in Nigeria 


not to trust in secular regimes but to launch its own programme of educationfor its people. 


Ibraheem Sulaiman 
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